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Self-determination has been identified as a major predictive factor for positive 
postsecondary outcomes for students with disabilities.  The purpose of this study was to 
determine the role of self-determination in productive student engagement, perceived 
quality of life, and the ability to envision a career/life goal or future for students with 
multiple disabilities participating in a promising practices transition intervention.  Results 
indicated significant results in the areas of student engagement and quality of life 
indicating the importance of self-determination on these factors.   The results indicated a 
negative correlation between two of the self-determination subscales and envisioning a 
career/life goal which was an interesting and contradictory finding to the existing 
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THE ROLE OF SELF-DETERMINATION ON QUALITY OF LIFE, STUDENT 
ENGAGEMENT, AND ENVISIONING A CAREER/LIFE GOAL OR FUTURE 
FOR STUDENTS PARTICIPATING IN A BEST PRACTICES TRANSITION 
INTERVENTION 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 Students with disabilities are a largely overlooked and underserved population in 
secondary education.  Because of this, students with disabilities are less likely to have 
positive transition outcomes after high school.  The National Longitudinal Transition 
Study which has tracked special education students since who were enrolled in school 
starting in 2000, reported in 2010 that 57% of special education youth who had exited 
high school were competitively employed compared to 66% of their peers without 
disabilities.  However, only about 27% of youth with significant disabilities (such as 
intellectual disabilities or serious emotional disabilities) were employed after school exit 
(http://www.nlts2.org/reports/2009_04/index.html, 2009).  Although legislation such as 
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 works to ensure 
early interventions for the nearly 6.5 million children with disabilities in special 
education, positive post-school outcomes remain challenging for these students (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2010).   
Self-determination 
One characteristic of students with disabilities that has been linked to positive 
transition outcomes is self-determination.  There is a wealth of research that has found a 
relationship between higher self-determination levels and positive postsecondary 
outcomes for students with disabilities including employment, participation in 




Soresi, Ferrari, & Wehmeyer, 2011).  Similarly, in the Longitudinal Study of the Federal 
Vocational Rehabilitation Programs of youth eligible for vocational rehabilitation 
services, self-determination was found as a significant predictor of employment for 
people with disabilities (Capella-McDonall & Crudden, 2009).   
Self-determination can be defined as “acting as the primary causal agent in one’s 
life and making choices and decisions regarding one’s quality of life free from undue 
external influence or interference (Wehmeyer, 1999).”  Wehmeyer, explains self-
determined behavior not just as an action but an action taken by an individual for a 
purpose or to achieve an end. Wehmeyer  identified four latent constructs of self-
determination and indicated that at least some level of all four constructs must be present 
to consider behavior self-determined.  Those four constructs are (1) behavioral autonomy, 
(2) psychological empowerment, (3) self-regulated behavior, and (4) self-realization 




Theoretical Framework.  Research has consistently indicated self-determination as an 
important factor for transition success for students with disabilities (Test & Cease-cook, 
2012). Additionally, Ward (1999) reported on the results of ten transition demonstration 
studies funded by the Department of Education and all found that self-determination was 
a major factor in transition success for students with disabilities.  As a result of research 
findings supporting the importance of self-determination in transition success, the 
Department of Education has required student participation in Individualized Education 
Plan meetings, as stipulated in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act of 2004.   
 The theoretical framework for this study is self-determination, which is a complex 
construct that has been differentially defined over the years. For the purposes of this 
study, Wehmeyer’s (1999) theoretical framework will be used.  Wehmeyer (1997), 
defined self determination as “acting as the primary causal agent in one’s life and making 
choices and decisions regarding one’s quality of life free from undue external influences 
or interference.”  In 1999, he further defined self-determination in terms of consisting of 
the four latent constructs described earlier: behavioral autonomy, self-regulation, 
psychological empowerment, and self-realization. Wehmeyer (1999) posits that some 
level of these four latent constructs must be present for self-determined behavior to exist.  
His model will be discussed in further detail in chapter two. 
Purpose of the Study 
 Although self-determination is empirically linked to positive post school 
outcomes for students with disabilities, its unique contribution to transition outcomes for 




practices in the field has not been explored. This study will investigate the extent to 
which self-determination predicts positive post school outcomes for a sample of 
secondary students participating in a multi-site transition intervention that embodies the 
best practices of transition models described in the chapter two literature review. In 
addition, this study will examine the theoretical validity of self-determination by 
exploring its relationship to self-reported quality of life, and its relationship to self-
reported career and life goals.  The overall aim of this study is to explore the relationship 
between self-determination and various transition outcomes for students participating in a 
“best practices” multi-site transition intervention. Specifically, the research questions are: 
1. Are there differences in self-determination and quality of life based on 
demographic and disability characteristics for students participating in a 
promising practices transition intervention? 
2. Does self-determination predict productive post-secondary school engagement 
(either working or participating in post–secondary education) for students 
participating in a best practices transition intervention?  
3. What is the relationship between self-determination and self-reported quality of 
life for students participating in a promising practices transition intervention? 
4. What is the relationship between self-determination and students’ self-reported 
life or career goal?  
There are three contributions that this study makes to the existing literature.  One is to 
see if self-determination is a significant predictor of post-secondary outcomes net of 
participation in a best practices transition intervention.  The second is to explore the 




career or life goals. As one of the major obstacles to career success for youth with 
disabilities is the inability to articulate a career goal, (Kellems & Morningstar, 2010; 
Morningstar & Kleinhammer-Tramill, 1999; Savickas, 1990), exploring the relationship 
between these psychological constructs may assist in the development of appropriate 
strategies. The third contribution is that it extends the investigation of the relationship of 
SD to student outcomes beyond youth with intellectual disabilities and severe emotional 
disabilities to a more diverse disability group.   
Need for the Study 
 Research has consistently highlighted the importance of higher self-determination 
in post-school success for students with disabilities.  This study attempted to corroborate 
those results for a group of students with disabilities participating in a promising 
practices transition intervention.  Further, this study extended the current research by 
exploring relationships between self-determination and quality of life based on disability 
and ethnicity, an area in which there is little research.  Additionally, relationships 
between self-determination and students’ ability to envision a career or life goal/future 
was explored, which is another area in which research is sparse.  
Chapter Summary 
 This chapter introduced the literature on the role of self-determination in 
transition for students with disabilities, introduced the need for a study on (a) the 
predictive ability of self-determination for a sample of students participating in a 
promising practices transition intervention (b) the relationship between self-determination 
and student engagement, and (c) the relationship between self-determination and student 




determination construct as the theoretical framework for this study.  Further, the research 
questions to be explored were introduced. 
Definition of Terms 
Disability.  The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 defines 
a “child with a disability” as: 
(i) [a child] with mental retardation, hearing impairments (including 
deafness), speech or language impairments, visual impairments (including 
blindness), serious emotional disturbance (referred to in this title as 
`emotional disturbance'), orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic brain 
injury, other health impairments, or specific learning disabilities; and 
(ii) who, by reason thereof, needs special education and related services. 
  For the purpose of this paper, a person with a disability will refer to any participant of 
the MSTC program who had an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) or 504 plan as 
defined by and required by the IDEIA of 2004.  
Transition.   The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) 2004 
defines transition as a set of coordinated activities that strives to prepare and transition 
students seamlessly to life after high school.  According to IDEIA a transition plan 
should begin no later than on the first IEP when the child turns 16 years of age.  The IEP 
must include “appropriate measurable postsecondary goals based upon age-appropriate 
transition assessments related to training, education, employment, and, where 
appropriate, independent living skills; and transition services (including courses of study) 




Self-Determination.  Wehmeyer, 2004, defines self-determination as “the right and 
capacity of individuals to exert control over and direct their lives.  Because the theoretical 
construct of this study is based on Wehmeyer’s self-determination construct, this 
definition will be used for the purposes of this paper. 
Positive Student Engagement.  For the purpose of this study, positive post-secondary 
outcomes will refer to students who were employed in a paid employment setting post 
high school or went on to post secondary education after high school. 
Quality of Life.   Quality of Life is defined by the World Health Organization as: 
The individual’s perception of their position in life in the context of the culture 
and value systems in which they live and in relation to their goals, 
expectations, standards, and concerns. It is a broad-ranging concept affected in 
a complex way by the person’s physical health, psychological state, level of 
independence, social relationships, and their relationship to salient features in 
their environment (World Health Organization, 1997). 
Promising Practices Transition Intervention.   For the purposes of this study, a 
promising practices intervention will refer to an intervention which includes the five 
components of the Guideposts for Success for Transition developed by the U.S. Office of 
Disability Employment Policy (described in detail in chapter 3).  These five guideposts 
include school based preparatory experiences, career preparation and work based learning 
experiences, youth development and leadership, connecting activities, and family 






Chapter II: Literature Review 
 This chapter is a review of the literature on transition from high school for 
students with disabilities and self-determination as it applies to these students.  The 
review of this literature will provide the context for the present study on identifying the 
predictive relationship between self-determination and student engagement, the 
relationship between self-determination and quality of life, and the relationship between 
self-determination and envisioning a career/life future or goal. 
  A comprehensive review of the literature included searching the following 
databases: EBSCO HOST, ERIC, Academic Search Premier, PsycINFO, Education 
Research Complete, and ProQuest. The search terms used included students with 
disabilities and transition, students with disabilities and self-determination, students with 
disability and quality of life, students with disabilities and envisioning a career or life 
goal, students with disabilities and employment outcomes, and students with disabilities 
and postsecondary outcomes. Several websites were also used to collect information for 
this study including U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Department of Education, U.S. 
Department of Justice, and the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2. 
Transition for Students with Disabilities 
Transition refers to a set of activities meant to prepare a student with a disability 
to move successfully from high school to either college or career (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2006).   To understand the importance of transition for students with 





Disability.  The term disability encompasses an enormous range of types of impairments, 
each one of which exists on a spectrum of severity.  There have been many different 
definitions of disability developed over the decades.  The definition of disability has 
evolved from a purely medical perspective, where the problem was located solely in the 
individual, to one that defines disability as an interaction between person and 
environment (Szymanski & Parker, 2009). 
 More modern definitions of disability focus on the “problem” as being in the 
environment and not in the individual.  The “fix” to disability in this model is to remove 
barriers in the social and physical environment, and provide sufficient accommodations 
or supports to mitigate the impact of impairments on functioning (Szymanski & 
Vancollins, 2003). While there is no universally accepted definition of disability, the 
Social/Environmental theory has been used as the basis of current laws regarding the 




Legislation Regarding Disability and Transition.   The 1973 the Rehabilitation Act 
made disability discrimination by businesses that receive federal funds illegal (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2006).  However, this law did not extend to the private 
business sector, or to those private enterprises that did not receive any federal funding. It 
was not until the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 was enacted that non-
discrimination in employment was extended to public and private employers with more 
than 15 employees.   The ADA prohibits discrimination based on disability and requires 
businesses to provide reasonable accommodations for otherwise qualified individuals 
with disabilities in order to enable them to perform essential functions of a job (U.S. 
Department of Justice, 2009).  
 The purpose of the ADA was to provide a federal mandate to end discrimination 
against people with disabilities and it includes five titles.   Title I addresses employment 
and prohibits discrimination in hiring of individuals with disabilities based on their ability 
status (U.S. Department of Justice, 2009).  According to Title I, employers with 15 or 
more employees cannot discriminate against qualified individuals based on their ability 
status and must provide reasonable accommodations to allow such individuals to perform 
the essential functions of a job (U.S. Department of Justice).  Reasonable 
accommodations are modifications in workplace, schedule, or job description that do not 
cause undue financial hardship to the employer (U.S. Department of Justice).  Title II 
requires state and local governments to make all public services, activities, and 
transportation accessible for people with disabilities (U.S. Department of Justice).  For 
example, this could mean providing sign language interpreters or Braille programs at 




III of the ADA requires that all businesses and public agencies are accessible for people 
with disabilities.  For example, businesses must provide a wheelchair accessible entrance 
to buildings, Braille on all signs for elevators and restrooms, and provide accessible 
restrooms.   Title IV of the ADA requires all telecommunications companies to provide 
relay services for individuals with disabilities, specifically for those who are deaf or have 
hearing impairments (U.S. Department of Justice).  Title V covers miscellaneous items 
such as accessibility to wilderness areas and prohibiting the exclusion of persons with 
disabilities from receiving medical insurance and medical services (U.S. Department of 
Justice).   
At about the same time the ADA was being passed, the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), was introduced to address the educational and 
transition needs of students with disabilities. Prior to the IDEA the only legislation that 
existed to address the needs of students with disabilities was the Education for All 
Handicapped Children Act of 1975 which mandated that free and accessible public 
education be provided to all students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 
2006).  This act was reauthorized several times, and in 2004 was renamed the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA).  According to the IDEIA of 2004, 
students with disabilities are to be educated in the “least restrictive environment” 
possible, and transition planning is required to begin for students with disabilities when 
they are 16 years of age (U.S. Department of Education).  The transition requirement of 
IDEIA states that transition is:  
 A coordinated set of activities for a student, designed within an outcome  




activities, including postsecondary education, vocational training, integrated  
employment (including supported employment), continuing and adult  
education, adult services, independent living, or community participation.   
The coordinated set of activities shall be based upon the individual student’s  
needs, taking into account the student’s preferences and interests, and shall  
include instruction, community experiences, the development of employment  
and other post-school adult living objectives, and, when appropriate,  
acquisition of daily living skills and functional vocational evaluation.  (20  
U.S.C. § 1401 [a][19]) 
This was the first law that mandated transition planning and services, requiring that each 
IEP include transition goals, and that students were to provide input into their IEPs and 
transition goals.  Moreover, the law required that transition goals be based on the needs 
and interests of the student.  
There are two ways children are generally identified as needing special education 
and  academic accommodations during the K -12 years.  Parents may request the school 
evaluate their child for a disability if they see their child struggling (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2006).  Alternatively, school systems can identify children who are struggling 
academically and evaluate them to determine if a disability exists (U.S. Department of 
Education).  Students who are identified by the school system as in need of evaluation are 
usually identified by teachers through observation or test results (U.S. Department of 
Education).   Parents must consent to student evaluations and be informed of the process 
(U.S. Department of Education).  The evaluation process includes using multiple 




student.  Parental interviews and input are also an important part of the evaluation 
process.  Additionally, the evaluation team must consist of at least one regular education 
teacher as well as a specialist who is qualified to administer diagnostic assessments, such 
as a school psychologist or speech therapist (U.S. Department of Education).  These 
issues are important to understanding the context of transition planning.   
Transition planning was mandated in IDEIA because of the poor postsecondary 
outcomes of youth with disabilities described in chapter one. Despite this goal, the 
statistics show youth with disabilities are still not achieving successful outcomes at the 
same rate as their peers without disabilities.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012) 
reports that young adults with disabilities have a higher unemployment rate (23%) than 
their peers without disabilities (13%).  In addition, young adults with disabilities earn less 
than half the hourly wage ($10.61 per hour) of their peers without disabilities ($23.19 per 
hour).   Job retention is also a major issue for young adults with disabilities.   Newman, et 
al., (2009) analyzed data from the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 and found 
that as of 2009 only 66% of young adults with disabilities who achieved employment 




Barriers and Facilitators to Transition Success.  There are many reasons students with 
disabilities are less likely to achieve successful post high school outcomes than their 
peers without disabilities.  Several studies have indicated inadequate academic 
preparation as a major barrier to successful post secondary outcomes (Benz & Halpern, 
1993; Wagner & Blackorby, 1996; Wittenburg & Loprest, 2007).  Additionally, 
inconsistent transition planning during high school (Kochhar-Bryant & Greene, 2009; 
Mason, Field, & Sawilowsky 2004), limited participation in vocational education and 
career development activities (Benz & Halpern; Wagner & Blackorby, 1996; Wittenburg 
& Loprest, 2007), and no connections with outside resources and agencies after high 
school (Certo, Luecking, Brown, Courey, & Belanger, 2008) have also been identified as 
significant barriers to successful post high school outcomes for students with disabilities.   
Some of these barriers to successful post school outcomes persist even after the 
student exits school.  For example, once students with disabilities reach age 22, they are 
no longer eligible for academic resources and supports mandated under IDEIA. In other 
words, young adults with disabilities who seek accommodations at the postsecondary 
level, for example, must apply for and be determined eligible to receive these services at 
the college or university.  A similar burden falls on young adults who request 
accommodations in the workplace.  Gil (2007) indicated that once students reach college, 
they must able to advocate for themselves, recommending that students know their 
responsibilities in obtaining accommodations for a disability in post secondary education.   
In employment settings, students will need to learn how to disclose their disability in 
order to request reasonable accommodations under the Americans with Disabilities Act 




Although there are many barriers to postsecondary outcomes for students with 
disabilities, there are also many factors that facilitate positive postsecondary outcomes for 
students with disabilities.  These factors fall into three distinct categories which include 
static factors, acquired skills, and external supports and experiences.  Static factors are 
those that cannot be changed or manipulated and include variables such as race/ethnicity, 
disability type and gender.  Acquired skills include those that can be taught such as social 
skills, communication skills, and self-determination.  Finally, external supports and 
experiences refer to the things in the environment that facilitate positive post secondary 
outcomes and include services such as vocational education, transition planning, parental 
involvement, paid work experiences, and participation in work study programs. 
Static factors that facilitate postsecondary success for students with disabilities are 
student characteristics that are linked to successful outcomes but cannot be changed.  For 
example, youth with disabilities who are White or Asian and male are more likely to have 
a successful postsecondary outcomes (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2000; Fabian, 
2007; Gardecki, 2001).  Furthermore, disability type and severity of disability also impact 
postsecondary outcomes.  Nota, et al. (2007) indicated that students with severe 
intellectual disabilities were less likely to have high levels of self-determination and 
positive postsecondary outcome compared to students with less severe disabilities.   
Unlike the static factors which cannot be manipulated, there are many skills 
associated with positive post secondary outcomes that can be taught.  Communication 
and social skills are important factors in postsecondary success for students with 
disabilities.  Salmon and Kinnealey, (2007), in a grounded theory study of nine student 




being able to communicate effectively was a facilitator to a positive postsecondary 
outcome.  Similarly, Test and Cease-Cook (2012) identified the acquisition of social 
skills as a significant predictor of postsecondary success.   
In addition to communication and social skills, self-determined behavior is an 
important factor in postsecondary success.  Self-determination has been indicated in 
research as a significant predictor of postsecondary success and includes measurements 
of constructs such as decision making, problem solving, goal setting, self-regulation, self-
advocacy, self-awareness, and self-efficacy (Test & Cease-Cook, 2012; Nota et al., 
2011).  Self-determination will be discussed in more detail in the next section.   
Frequently embodied in self-determination theory is being able to identify a 
career goal.  Students who are self-determined are more aware of their interests, abilities, 
and goals and are more likely to have life and career goals (Benz, Lindstrom & Yovanoff, 
2000; Colley & Jamision, 1998; Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2000; Fabian, 2007; 
Fabian, Lent, & Willis, 1998; Gardecki, 2001; Hasnain & Balcazar, 2009; Karpur, Clark, 
Caproni & Sterner, 2005).   
Another skill set associated with positive postsecondary outcomes are career 
skills.  Students with disabilities often do not know what career possibilities are available 
in their community or the skills associated with obtaining work (Wehmeyer, 2003).  
Including vocational education and career awareness activities in the curriculum for 
students with disabilities to increase things such as knowledge of what kinds of jobs are 
available, information on resume writing, interviewing skills, and work habits are pivotal 
to postsecondary success (El Hessen, 2002; Rehabilitation Services Administration, 




learn some basics skills such as how to use public transportation, mobility training and 
daily living skills training to be successful in employment or postsecondary settings (Test 
& Cease-Cook).  
While static factors cannot be changed and skills can be taught, there is a third 
category of facilitative factors to postsecondary success that are present in the 
environment that may need to be enhanced or expanded. First, students with disabilities 
who are active in transition planning are more likely to have higher levels of self-
determination and are more likely to experience positive postsecondary outcomes (Held, 
Thoma, & Thomas, 2004; Test, Mason, Hughes, Konrad, Neale, & Wood, 2004; 
Wehmeyer Shogren, Palmer, Williams-Diehm, Little & Boulton, 2012). 
In addition to participation in IEP meetings, prior work experiences have been 
indicated as significant factors in postsecondary outcomes.    Colley and Jamison (1998), 
and Fabian, (2007) found students with disabilities who had prior work experience during 
high school were more likely to be employed post high school.  Similarly, Test and 
Cease-Cook (2012) found paid employment experiences and work study experiences 
were predictive of postsecondary success for students with disabilities. 
In addition to work experiences, having a strong support system is necessary for 
postsecondary success.  Strong support from family and friends is essential for 
postsecondary success (Test & Cease-Cook, 2012). Family support particularly must 
include participation in the IEP and transition planning process (Held, Thoma, and 
Thomas, 2004).  Moreover, it is also essential to have the support of teachers and others 
in the educational setting (Salmon & Kinnealey, 2007).  Held, Thoma, and Thomas point 




if the teachers and school staff are not supportive of the student’s preferences and 
interests, the student may not feel successful and may encounter less positive outcomes 
than students who are supported by their school team.  
Related to having the support of educators, is the academic track students are 
pursuing during high school.  Research has indicated that students who are on an 
academic track preparing for transition to college or work are more likely to achieve 
successful transition to one of those outcomes (Test & Cease-Cook, 2012).  Moreover, 
students who are included in a general education classroom also have more positive 
outcomes (Test & Cease-Cook).  Additional research has indicated that students who are 
on track to earn a diploma rather than a certificate of completion are also more likely to 
achieve success in transition (Sacks & Kern, 2008).  Participation in occupational classes 
in high school is another factor related to academics that have been found to be a 
predictive indicator of postsecondary success. 
Importance of Self-Determination as a Best Practice in Transition.  As previously 
mentioned, self-determination has been correlated with positive postsecondary outcomes 
(Held, Thoma, & Thomas, 2004; Nota et al., 2011; Test & Cease-Cook, 2012; Test, et al., 
2004; Wehmeyer, 1999; Wehmeyer et al., 2012). Including self-determination training in 
transition planning has been identified as a best practice in transition of students with 
disabilities (Wehmeyer, Palmer, Soukup, Garner, & Lawrence, 2007a).  IDEIA has 
embraced the importance of self-determination in transition planning by requiring schools 
to include students in the planning process (U.S. Department of Education, 2006).   
Although there are different approaches to self-determination training for 




efficacy, decision making skills, and goal setting activities, that will allow students to 
make decisions for themselves.  Wehmeyer (1999; 2004) posits the main role of 
educators is to promote growth and development and to provide opportunities and 
support to encourage the development of self-determined behavior.  The next section will 
define self-determination and discuss how self-determination came to be recognized as a 
key factor in transition success.  
Self-Determination 
Definition of Self-Determination.  In 1988, Ward defined self-determination as “the 
attitudes which lead people to define goals for themselves and the ability to take the 
initiative to achieve those goals”.  As indicated earlier, Wehmeyer (1997), defined self 
determination as “acting as the primary causal agent in one’s life and making choices and 
decisions regarding one’s quality of life free from undue external influences or 
interference.”  Somewhat later, he (1999) delineated four essential characteristics, or 
latent constructs, that comprise self-determination.  The four latent constructs are 
behavioral autonomy, self-regulation, psychological empowerment, and self-realization.  
Definitions for the four latent constructs are as follows: 
(1) Behavioral Autonomy-the individual acts in a way in which they are 
responsible for their own self-care and direction 
(2) Self-Regulation-the individual is able to examine the environment and 
make decisions about how to act, evaluate the outcome of their action and 
change plans as necessary 





(4) Self-Realization-individuals know their strengths and limitation and 
behave accordingly 
Wehmeyer (1999) posited that some level of each of these latent constructs must be 
present for behavior to be considered self-determined.   Acquiring these skills allows 
people to make decisions about their own lives and act based on their own preferences 
and abilities.  The process of acquiring the skills that comprise self-determined behavior 
is considered a life-long process, and one that evolves as an interaction between the 
person and the larger social environment (Ankeny & Lehmann, 2010; Wehmeyer, 2011).  
Similarly, Wehmeyer (2011) posits the development of self-determination begins in 
childhood and evolves over the lifespan.  Held, Thoma, and Thomas (2004) also indicate 
that self-determination changes over time and requires environmental supports, such as 
the support of family, friends, teachers, and other school staff. 
Significance of Self-Determination in Transition.  The emergence of self-determination 
as a key factor promoting successful transition developed in response to disability 
literature and legislation, specifically in response to federal initiatives directed at 
improving the poor postsecondary outcomes of students with disabilities (Stilington, 
Clark & Kolstoe, 2000).     
 In 1989, the United States Department of Education (DOE) sponsored a 
conference to examine how to improve post school outcomes for children and youth with 
disabilities (Ward, 1999). One result of this conference, was the U.S. DOE funding 10 
demonstration studies identifying best practices in improving transition services. One of 
the key findings of these studies was the importance of student involvement, goal setting 




point that self-determination became a main focus for researchers in determining factors 
that lead to successful transition for students with disabilities.  It became important at this 
time to thoroughly research and understand the role self-determination plays in student 
success.  The following section will review the literature that offers empirical support for 




Empirical Support for Self-Determination.  Wehmeyer, Palmer, Soukup, Garner, & 
Lawrence (2007), in a study of 180 students with disabilities examined the contribution 
of self-determination to transition planning knowledge and skills and concluded that self-
regulation, psychological empowerment, and self-realization were predictive of 
participation in  IEP meetings.  Similarly, Angel, Stoner, and Fulk (2010) conducted 
interviews of twelve adults with physical disabilities to capture their experiences of 
transition from high school and self-awareness, which is one of the latent constructs of 
self-determined behavior in Wehmeyer’s (1999) theoretical model, was indicated as a 
major factor in successful transition to either employment or postsecondary education.  
Further, Nota et al. (2011), conducted a study of 1400 Italian adolescents to determine the 
differences in postsecondary outcomes for students with disabilities based on self-
determination scores and found students with higher levels of self-determination were 
more likely to achieve more positive adult outcomes including better employment, 
independent living and community inclusion.   The Longitudinal Study of Vocational 
Rehabilitation Program (LSVRP), which collected outcomes of adult clients of public 
state vocational rehabilitation programs nationwide, indicated that higher levels of self-
determination were predictive of employment (Capella-McDonnall & Crudden, 2009). 
Test et al. (2004) in a study of 493 students participating in “Whose Future is it 
Anyway?”, which is an intervention promoting the development of self-determination in 
students with disabilities,  indicated students who participated in this program were more 
likely to have higher levels of self-determination and better postsecondary outcomes.   
 Carter and Lunsford (2005) in a theoretical article suggested that self-




for students with disabilities.  Benitez, Lattimore, and Wehmeyer (2005) conducted a 
study on a proposed career theory that included teaching students self-determination 
skills and found the five students who participated had higher levels of self-determination 
skills and positive postsecondary outcomes.  The research previously discussed indicates 
the importance of self-determination and its role in facilitating positive post secondary 
outcomes for students with disabilities.  
Self-Determination and Quality of Life.  In addition to affecting postsecondary 
outcomes, self-determination has been linked to better perceptions of quality of life for 
individuals with disabilities.  As mentioned in chapter one, quality of life refers to a 
person’s perception of the overall goodness of his or her life (World Health Organization, 
2007).  Odaci, Kalkan, and Karasu (2009) define quality of life as the degree of well-
being experienced by an individual.  
Quality of life began to emerge in the 1980s as a desirable outcome for students 
with intellectual disabilities (Turnbull III, Turnbull, Wehmeyer, & Park, 2003).  During 
this time, educational outcomes were becoming the focus of government regulating 
agencies and quality of life emerged as a way of assessing outcomes for students with 
disabilities in response to IDEIA mandates (Turnbull, et al.).  One of the goals of IDEIA 
is independent living and as it is defined in IDEIA, individuals are able to make decisions 
about their own life and therefore, can dictate their own quality of life (Wehmeyer & 
Schalock, 2001).  Researchers and practitioners thought that quality of life represented 
the broadest desirable outcome of programs and services for people with disabilities, and 
a variety of scales were proposed to measure it (McIntyre, Kraemer, Blacher, & 




One result of this heightened attention was the finding that students with 
disabilities often report lower levels of quality of life than their peers without disabilities.  
Sacks and Kern (2008) examined quality of life differences between students with 
emotional and behavioral disabilities and their peers without disabilities on four domains.  
Those domains were general quality of life, self, relationships, and environment.  
Students with disabilities in this study consistently reported less satisfaction with their 
life in all four domains than their peers without disabilities (Sacks & Kern).  Similarly, 
Ghaedi, Tavoli, Bakhtiari, Melyani, and Sahragard (2010) conducted a quality of life 
study on Iranian college students with social phobia and found they reported lower 
satisfaction with quality of life than their peers without social phobia, particularly in the 
domains of general health, vitality, social functioning, emotional functioning, and mental 
health. In addition, Wilgosh, Sobsey,  and Cey (2008) found in their study of eight 
students with disabilities that relationships often suffer or are severed after diagnosis of a 
disability, which can lead to lower quality of life.  Moreover, Kraemer, McIntyre & 
Blacher (2003) in their study of 188 caregivers with transition age youth with intellectual 
disabilities found lower levels of quality of life for students who did not have strong 
support systems such as family and friends.  Results from this same study also indicated 
that individuals working in sheltered workshops or who were unemployed also reported 
lower quality of life.     
 Despite the negative effects of disability on quality of life, there are protective 
factors that increase quality of life for students with disabilities.  Mayton (2005) reported 
in a case study of a student with Asperger’s disorder that placement in an inclusive 




indicated that having strong family relationships, being involved in the community, 
having careers or career opportunities, and employment services are other supportive 
factors that can increase perceptions of quality of life for students with disabilities 
(Kraemer, McIntyre, & Blacher; Svraka, Loga, & Brown, 2011; Wilgosh, Sobsey & Cey, 
2008).   
The Wilgosh et al., study previously discussed also indicated that self-
determination was a key factor in having a positive outlook on life.  Similarly, Wehmeyer 
(2005) in his study of 182 adults with mild intellectual disabilities found level of self-
determination was predictive of membership in a group that reported a higher quality of 
life.  Further, Wehmeyer (2005) posits that self-determination is the core domain of 
perceived quality of life.  In another study, Nota, et al. (2011) found significant 
correlations between self-determination and quality of life in 1400 adolescents with 
disabilities.  These results suggest that the relationship between self-determination and 
quality of life has been investigated in several studies, and that there is a strong positive 




Self-Determination and Envisioning a Life or Career Future or Goal.   Studies have 
suggested that many students with disabilities have difficulty articulating a career goal 
(Kellems & Morningstar, 2010; Kocchar-Bryant & Bassett, 2002).  Lack of a career goal 
or the capacity to envision a vocational future is, in part, due to many students with 
disabilities not being exposed to career or life experiences that will enable them to 
envision a future for themselves (Held, Thoma, & Thomas, 2004; Rehabilitation Services 
Administration, 1995).  This occurs largely when families attempt to do too much for 
students and, as a result, end up sheltering them from experiences necessary to allow 
them to envision a future based on their preferences and abilities (Denney & Daviso, 
2012).  In some cases, “helicopter parenting” or not allowing students to learn to 
advocate for themselves and assert their preferences can also lead to a suppression of the 
ability for these students to envision a future (Korbel, McGuire, Banerjee, & Saunders, 
2011). 
 The research on factors associated with being able to envision or articulate future 
goals for students with disabilities is sparse, however, at least one study focused on how 
to improve it. Radcliffe and Bos (2011) conducted a seven year longitudinal study of 50 
students starting in sixth grade.  They found that students who developed a strong goal-
directed mentoring relationship with their teachers were more likely to be able to 
envision clear life and career goals for their future.  Similarly, Jones (2010) in her report 
for the Virginia Department of Education indicates that for students to be successful post 
high school, career counseling should begin in middle school.  Regrettably, this does not 





 Savickas (1990) introduced a new way of looking at career counseling that 
focuses on developing an individual’s subjective career, which consists of the way a 
person thinks about their vocational past, present and future.  He posits that individuals 
must learn how their society and culture define the concept of time.  Societies define time 
in ways to structure and coordinate existence (Savickas). He posits that those who are not 
thinking about their vocational future are less likely to be successful because they are not 
able to see and label their future. Therefore, career interventions for people with 
disabilities should focus on a future orientation.  During this process, individuals should 
focus on labeling the events and aspirations for the future.  Emphasizing a future 
orientation provides people with disabilities the opportunity to envision and act on their 
dreams, and is consistent with the empowerment and self-realization constructs of self-
determination.  
One factor that does recur in the literature on developing life and career goals in 
adolescents is self-determination.  Goal driven interventions that increase self-efficacy, 
self-advocacy, and self-determination have been indicated as necessary for adolescents to 
be able to envision their futures (Eryilmaz, 2011; Radcliffe & Bos, 2011; Rehabilitation 
Services Administration, 1995, Savickas, 1990).  Transition success and goal setting is 
dependent on developing work related skills, being exposed to different life and career 
experiences and being encouraged to participate in the community (Rehabilitation 






This chapter summarized the literature on the importance of self-determination in 
achieving successful postsecondary outcomes for students with disabilities.  In addition, 
facilitators and barriers to the positive post secondary outcomes were reviewed. One of 
the most significant factors discussed in the literature for positive transition outcomes is 
self-determination.  Therefore, the purpose of the current study is to replicate the findings 
on factors related to self-determination.  Specifically, this study will attempt to replicate 
the ability of level of self-determination to predict three specific variables, postsecondary 
outcomes, envisioning a career or life goal, and quality of life for a sample of students 





Chapter III: Methodology 
Background 
The Maryland Division of Rehabilitation Services (DORS) received a grant from 
the U.S. Department of Education in 2007 to develop and implement a multi-site 
demonstration transition program.  In conjunction with TransCen, Inc., DORS developed 
a best practices transition program called the Maryland Seamless Transition 
Collaborative (MSTC).  MSTC is primarily funded through the DOE grant to improve 
transition outcomes for high school special education students in Maryland (Maryland 
Seamless Transition Collaborative, 2012).   The MSTC program focuses on enhancing 
student career decision making, building links to appropriate community resources, and 
increasing student awareness of career opportunities and resources.  These objectives are 
met through activities such as paid job internships, job shadowing, career planning and 
development activities, family inclusion, and student empowerment.   
The MSTC model of service delivery is based on the Guideposts for Success for 
Transition, developed by the Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) in 
collaboration with the National Collaborative for Workforce Disability for Youth 
(National Collaborative on Workforce and Disability/Youth (NCWDY, 2005).  The five 
guideposts were based on an extensive research review, examination of demonstration 
projects, and synthesis of best practices in this area (NCWDY).  The five guideposts are: 
(1) School based preparatory experiences, (2) Career Preparation and Work-Based 
Learning Experiences, (3) Youth Development and Leadership, (4) Connecting 




benefit all students, with additional resources provided to ensure post school success  for 
students with disabilities.  
 Students participating in MSTC were selected by each participating school 
district based on the followed criteria:  1) eligibility for vocational rehabilitation services 
(DORS); 2) had an IEP or a 504 plan; 3) needed transition services in order to 
successfully transition from school to adult life; and 4) consented to participate.  
Eleven of the 24 school districts in the state of Maryland were selected to 
participate in the MSTC program.  Initial site selection was made by DORS in 
conjunction with the Maryland State Department of Education based on the school 
districts written plan for implementation, a memorandum of understanding signed by the 
superintendent, and agreement to sustain it after federal funding was not available 
(generally after two years).  Sites were selected and rolled out on a staggered basis 
starting with one site in 2007.  Each selected site received two years of funding for start-
up, planning and implementation. It is important to note that each site was able to present 
a unique implementation plan for the MSTC intervention, as long as they included the 
five key elements:   1) work-based experiences and job development, 2) youth 
empowerment and self-determination, 3) family supports, 4) connecting activities and 
system linkages, and 5) social and health services.  
In order to assure appropriate planning, implementation, and monitoring, each site 
was required to establish a local transition coordinating MSTC team, consisting at a 
minimum of:  school-based transition and special education staff, DORS counselor and 
local supervisor, family members, post-secondary education representative, adult service 




were tasked with planning, initiating, implementing, and devising strategies for 
sustaining the MSTC intervention over time.  In order to assist them with this task, 
TransCen assigned at least one expert consultant to each team to provide training, 
support, and evaluation.  Teams also benefitted from peer learning and support through a 
variety of state-wide MSTC team conferences, workshops and leadership events 
throughout the five years of the grant.    
Research Questions 
 The research questions that guided this study are: 
1) Are there differences in self-determination and quality of life based on 
ethnicity and disability type for students participating in a promising practices 
transition intervention? 
2) Does self-determination predict productive post-secondary school engagement 
(either working or participating in post–secondary education) for students 
participating in a best practices transition intervention?  
3) What is the relationship between self-determination and self-reported quality 
of life for students participating in a promising practices transition 
intervention? 
4) What is the relationship between self-determination and students’ self-
reported life or career goal?  
Participants 
The participants for this study are the 342 students who were enrolled in MSTC 




by parents to participate in the MSTC intervention.  Table 1 shows the breakdown of 
number of students by school district.  
Although demographic and background data is available for all 342 of the MSTC 
student participants (see Table 2 for a breakdown of enrolled participant characteristics), 
only 87 (25%) of the students completed individual staff administered interviews that 
included assessment of self-determination, career goals, and quality of life. While the 
MSTC team initially anticipated conducting interviews with at least 50% of enrolled 
students, scheduling and other difficulties, such as inaccurate contact information, 
attrition, and student relocation reduced the eventual sample size.   
Table 1 
Students Enrolled in MSTC by School District (N=342) 
 
School District 
Number of Students 
(n=342) 
District 1 25 
District 2 40 
District 3 10 
District 4 12 
District 5 74 
District 6 67 
District 7 22 
District 8 6 
District 9 24 




District 11 21 
 
Table 2 
Demographics of Students Enrolled in MSTC (N=342) 
Item n= % 
Ethnicity   
     Asian 2 0.6% 
     African American/Black 147 43% 
     Hispanic 2 0.6% 
     Multiracial 2 0.6% 
     Not Reported 1 0.3% 
     Other 1 0.3% 
     White 187 55% 
Gender   
     Male 240 70% 
     Female 102 30% 
Primary Disability   
     Acquired Brain Injury 4 1% 
     ADHD/ADD 13 4% 
     Autism 58 17% 
     Cerebral Palsy 1 0.3% 
     Cognitive/Intellectual Disabilities 86 25% 




     Mobility/Orthopedic/Physical 3 0.9% 
     Multiple Disabilities 4 1% 
     Other 1 0.3% 
     Other Health Impairments 33 9.6% 
     Psychiatric/Serious Emotional Disturbance 65 18.7% 
     Specific Learning Disability 57 16.7% 
     Speech/Language Impairment 12 3.5% 
 
The study sample consisted of 69 males and 18 females, ranging in age from 14-
20, with the average age of 16.8.  There were a range of disabilities represented in this 
sample including acquired brain injury, ADHD/ADD, autism, cognitive/intellectual 
disability, deaf/hearing impairments, health impairments, psychiatric/serious emotional 
disturbances, specific learning disabilities, speech impairments, and multiple disabilities.  
See Table 3 for a specific breakdown of the demographics of the 87 participants.   
Table 3 
Demographics of Participants (N=87) 
Item N= % 
Age   
     14 1 1% 
     15 13 14.9% 
     16 30 35.6% 
     17 18 20.7% 




     19 9 10.3% 
     20 5 5.7% 
Gender   
     Female 18 21% 
     Male 69 79% 
Race/Ethnicity   
     Asian 1 1% 
     African American/Black 36 41% 
     Hispanic 1 1% 
     Multiracial 1 1% 
     White 48 55% 
Primary Disability   
     Acquired Brain Injury 1  1% 
     ADHD/ADD 2 2% 
     Autism 10 11% 
     Cognitive/Intellectual Disabilities 21 23% 
     Deaf/Hearing Impairments 1 1% 
     Multiple Disabilities 4 5% 
     Other 1 1% 
     Other Health Impairments 5 6% 
     Psychiatric/Serious Emotional Disturbance 22 24% 
     Specific Learning Disability 17 19% 





 Permission to conduct this study was previously obtained from the University of 
Maryland Institutional Review Board (IRB) when the research grant was originally 
obtained.  After IRB approval was granted, researchers at the University of Maryland 
joined the MSTC research team in collecting data. For the purposes of this study, two of 
the data collection instruments used by MSTC staff are relevant. One is a demographic 
and service tracking information form (see Appendix A) which is updated quarterly and 
includes detailed information as to the types of MSTC activities students participated in 
during the quarter, as well as outcome information, such as whether students exited 
school, diploma status, what job experiences the student participated in during school, 
what other services the student is linked with, and post-secondary outcomes for students 
who have exited school. The second form used was a structured interview and was one of 
three interviews administered to MSTC participants: students, parents and teachers.  The 
45 minute staff administered structured interview elicits information on the following: 
(see Appendix B)   (a) transition planning including information on the student’s 
interests, (b) employment including information on jobs the student would like to obtain, 
(c) self-determination, (d) family involvement, (e) transportation, and (f) quality of life.   
Instruments 
 The data for this study is derived from the student demographic and tracking sheet 
in Appendix A and the student interview in Appendix B.  The interview is administered 
to students on enrollment in MSTC by a MSTC staff member.  The instrument includes 
76 items and takes about 45 minutes to administer.  It taps into three individual domains 




that comprise a self-determination scale score will be used.  The 18 items elicit yes/no 
responses and include items such as “do you ask for help when you need it?”, “do you set 
long term and short term goals for yourself?”, and “do you work with your teacher on 
writing goals for your IEP?”    
 Originally, the items on the self-determination scale included in the MSTC 
Student Interview guide were organized into categories by a MSTC research team 
member. Those categories were choice, goal-setting, self-advocacy, and self-
management.  For the purposes of this study, each item was reviewed by the research 
team and a content analysis was conducted.  The 18 items used for this study were re-
categorized based on Wehmeyer’s self-determination construct.  Items fit into three of 
Wehmeyer’s latent constructs including self-regulation, self-realization and psychological 
empowerment.  A complete list of the questions and categories they were placed in is 




MSTC Student Interview.  Two of the scales included on the MSTC student interview 
will be used for the purposes of this study.  The first is the self-determination scale.  This 
scale (See Appendix B) includes 18 items designed to measure self-determination by 
asking yes/no questions based on four latent constructs of self-determination re-
categorized into Psychological Empowerment, Self-Regulation, and Self-Realization 
subscales.  There were seven items in the Psychological Empowerment scale with a 
maximum score of seven, Self-Regulation was comprised of six items with a maximum 
score of six, and the Self-Realization subscale had five items with a maximum score of 
five.     
A Pearson r correlation was conducted on the Self-Determination composite score 
and each of the three subscales.  Self-determination composite score and the 
Psychological Empowerment scale were significantly correlated, r(56) = .850, p < .001.  
Composite score and the Self-Regulation scale was significantly correlated r(56) = .677, 
p < .001).  Similarly, composite score and the Self-Realization subscale were 
significantly correlated r(56) = .826, p < .001.  All scales were positively correlated, 
meaning that as each of the subscale scores increases, composite score also increases.  
Appendix C contains the correlation matrix for Self-Determination composite score and 
all three subscales.   
The second scale that will be used for this study is the Quality of Life Scale (See 
Appendix B).    The Quality of Life Scale consists of 14 items and was based on the 
Quality of Life Changes Scale (Conley, 2001).  Ratings are given on three-point Likert 




indicators.  Once the scale was completed, a total score was calculated with higher scores 
correlating with higher ratings of quality of life.   
 Data on life goals and career goals was collected from the MSTC student 
interview.  Question 4 on the protocol asks students, “What do you want to do after you 
leave high school?” and question 5 asks students, “What kind of job would you like to 
pursue?” This information was entered into SPSS as string variables and then coded into 
three categories: Clear Goal, Vague Goal, and No Goal.  A clear goal was considered 
when a student identified a specific life goal or career they would like to have after high 
school. For example, indicating “police officer” as the job they want to pursue would be a 
clear goal.  A vague goal was indicated when a student knew some aspects of a job or life 
goal they would like.  For example, a student might indicate they want to work with 
children but not know exactly what profession they want to pursue or indicate they want 
to live alone but not really know how or where they will live.  And, the no goal category 
was used when a student did not answer the question or indicated they did not know what 




Student Data Tracking Sheet.  Demographic, disability, service and outcome data is 
reported by each of the sites and aggregated in the TransCen office (See appendix A).  
Outcome employment data includes whether the student obtained a job, type of job and 
wages earned.  Outcome data on postsecondary education includes whether the student is 
enrolled in some type of postsecondary vocational or academic training program.  For 
this study, the outcome variable is defined as productive engagement in postsecondary 
activities, either employment or postsecondary education.  This outcome variable is the 
same used in follow-up studies based on the National Longitudinal Transition Study 




Independent Variable Self-determination as identified by a score on a 
self-determination scale embedded in the 
individually administered student interview  
Quality of life as identified by a score on a 
Quality of Life scale embedded in the 
individually administered student interview. 
Demographic, disability and other background 
information derived from the Student Tracking 
Report aggregated by TransCen staff.  
Dependent Variables Student Engagement as measured by either 




enrolling in post secondary education and 
derived from the Student Tracking From as 
reported by MSTC sites. 
Career or Life Goal-having a career and/or life 
goal as indicated by interview responses 
embedded in the individually administered 
student interview  
Data Analysis 
Sample Size.   The intended number of participants in the MSTC program at the onset of 
the project was 400.  However, due to delays in implementation, difficulties scheduling 
interviews, and attrition, there were only 87 students with completed MSTC interviews.  
Using an online sample size calculator, a sample of 181 was considered adequate for this 
analysis using a 95% confidence level (Creative Research Systems, 2012).  
Unfortunately, there was no way to increase the number of completed interviews at the 
conclusion of the school year.  While this study is under-powered, descriptive analyses 
can still be used to explore relationships among variables in this study, and to investigate 
patterns.  However, any results will have to be viewed with caution.  
Data Analysis Procedures.  Research Question One: Are there differences in self-
determination and quality of life based on ethnicity and disability type for students 
participating in a promising practices transition intervention? 
To answer research question one, a comparison of means was used to test each of 




score, the self-determination subscales, and Quality of Life score based on disability type 
and ethnicity. 
Research Question Two: Does self-determination predict productive post-secondary 
school engagement (either working or participating in post–secondary education) for 
students participating in a best practices transition intervention?  
 Logistic regression analysis was used to determine the  effect of self-
determination on student engagement.  Because of the small sample size for this study, 
results from this analysis should be viewed cautiously.  Therefore, descriptive statistics 
were also used to report on the frequencies of student engagement by site, ethnicity, and 
disability type.  
Research Questions Three and Four: (3) What is the relationship between self-
determination and self-reported quality of life for students participating in a promising 
practices transition intervention?  And, (4) What is the relationship between self-
determination and students’ self-reported life or career goal?   
Finally, Pearson r correlations and Spearman’s rank ordered correlations were 
used to determine relationships between self-determination score and perceived quality of 
life and students envisioning a career or life goal or future.  Pearson r correlations 
indicate if relationships exist and the direction of the relationship between self-
determination scores and quality of life scores.  This type of correlation is most 
appropriate for question 3 because the variables are on an interval scale.  In contrast, only 
one of the variables for question 4 is on an interval scale (self-determination) and the 
other variable (envisioning a career or life goal) is ordinal.  Therefore, Spearman’s rank 




existed between these variables.  In addition, descriptive statistics were conducted to 
create a whole picture of how self-determination relates to envisioning a career or life 
goal.   
 See Table 5 for a summary of analytical procedures. 
Table 5 
Summary of Analytic Procedures 
Research Question Analytic Procedure Purpose 
Question 1 Descriptive Statistics 
ANOVA 
To determine if there are any 
significant relationships between 
disability type and ethnicity and 
self-determination score. 
Question 2 Logistic Regression  
Descriptive Statistics 
To report on self-determination 
as it related to student 
engagement 
Question 3 Pearson r Correlation To determine magnitude and 
direction of the relationship 
between self-determination and 
perceived quality of life 
Question 4 Spearman’s Rank Order 
Correlation 
To determine magnitude and 
direction of the relationship 
between self-determination and 







 This chapter reviewed the sampling procedure, a description of the participants, 





Chapter IV: Results 
 This chapter begins with descriptive statistics of each of the subscales of the self-
determination scale.  Following the description of those subscales is a breakdown of the 
statistics conducted for each of the research questions.  Finally, the chapter ends with a 
summary of the chapter results. 
Self-Determination Subscales 
 As mentioned in chapter three, a content analysis resulted in recoding of the 18 
items on the Self-Determination scale.  See Table 6 below for a list of each of the 
categories, questions in those categories, and the number of yes and no answers from 
participants. 
Table 6 
Self-Determination Subscales (N=87) 
Wehmeyer’s 
Construct 






21. Do you inform your 
teacher how you learn best? 
48 (55%) 37  
(42%) 
86 
 23. Do you ask for help when 
you need it? 
71 (82%) 13  
(15%) 
84 
 24. Do you tell your 
teachers/guidance counselors 















teacher on writing goals for 
your IEP? 
 33.  Do you go to your annual 







 35. Are these meetings 






 47. Do you know about your 





















 39. Can you tell me what 







 40. Does your disability affect 







 44. Do you ever talk about 














yourself to help you achieve 
what you want? 
 28. Do you set long-term and 






 29. Do you regularly keep 







 30. Do you keep track of your 













 36. Do you think these 
meetings allow you to express 
your thoughts about what kind 
of job you want to have or 
training you would like to 







Note: The number of participants for each of the questions may not equal the total (87) 




Research Question 1 
 Are there differences in self-determination and quality of life based on ethnicity 
and disability type for students participating in a promising practices transition 
intervention? 
 For this question, mean comparisons were used to gain an understanding of the 
overall characteristics of Self-Determination score, Self-Determination score subscales, 
and Quality of Life by ethnicity and disability type.  In addition, further analyses included 
a description of participants’ Self-Determination scores, subscale scores, and Quality of 
Life by their educational track (diploma bound and certificate bound).  Table 7 presents 
the findings of Self-Determination score and the subscales by ethnicity. 
Table 7 







Self-determination    
       Composite score 11.83 (3.32) 11.26 (3.77) 0.450 
Subscales    
     Psychological Empowerment 4.38 (1.44) 4.41 (1.85) 0.920 
     Self-Regulation 3.54 (1.85) 3.36 (1.16) 0.503 
     Self-Realization 3.92 (1.56) 3.49 (1.54) 0.201 
Note: Range of Scores: Composite Score 1-18, Psychological Empowerment 1-7, Self-
Regulation: 1-6, and Self-Realization: 1-5; Standard Deviation is included in parenthesis 





Table 7 presents the mean scores for the total Self-Determination score and for 
each of the subscales by ethnicity.  Ethnicity was collapsed into two categories, White 
and Non-White, because there were very few participants represented in minority groups 
besides African-Americans.  Therefore, this group consists of 36 people who reported 
being African American, one person who reported their ethnicity as Hispanic, one person 
who reported being Asian, and one person who reported their ethnicity as Multi-racial.   
An ANOVA table was used to determine level of significance.   No significant 
differences were found for level of self-determination or for any of the separate subscales 
by ethnicity.  
Table 8 
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Note: DD=Developmental Disabilities, PD & ED= Psychiatric and Emotional 
Disabilities, LD=Learning Disabilities, SD=Sensory Disabilities; Psych Emp= 
Psychological Empowerment; Standard Deviation is included in parenthesis under the 
mean score.   
  
Table 8 presents the mean scores and significance levels for self-determination 
and it’s subscales by disability type. The disability types were:  Developmental Disability 
(DD), Psychiatric and Emotional Disabilities (PD & ED), Learning Disability (LD), 
Sensory disability (SD) and other, which included physical disabilities, health disorders, 
and multiple disabilities.  No significant differences were found between these variables 
for this sample.  However, it is worth noting that the highest scores were consistently 
reported for the PD/ED and SD groups. 
 Table 9 
Self-Determination by Educational Track (N=87) 





Self-determination    
       Composite score           11.96  (3.67) 11.33 (3.44) 0.340 
Subscales    
     Psych Emp 4.88 (1.50) 4.15 (1.63) 0.094 
     Self-Regulation 3.03 (1.24) 3.62 (1.22) 0.067 
     Self-Realization 4.00 (1.62) 3.58 (1.52) 0.374 
Note: Standard Deviation is included in parenthesis next to the mean score.   
 Table 9 shows the mean scores and significance level for self-determination and 




track to earn a diploma or a certificate of completion.  Although none of the differences 
were significant, it is worth noting that the certificate bound group scored higher on all 
scales except for the Self-Regulation scale.    
Table 10 
Quality of Life by Ethnicity, Disability Type, and Educational Track (N=87) 
Item Quality of Life 
Score  
p-value 
Ethnicity  0.842 
     White (n=48) 33.96 (5.73)  
     Non-white (n=39) 34.18 (4.26)  
Disability Type  0.631 
   DD (n=33) 34.67 (4.23)  
   PD & ED (n=22) 32.91 (6.13)  
    LD (n=19) 33.58  (5.34)  
    SD (n=4) 36.25 (4.03)  
    Other (n=9) 34.67 (5.50)  
 
Educational Track  0.141 
  Certificate Bound   
       (n=26) 
35.69 (4.53)  
   Diploma Bound 
      (n=61) 
33.33 (5.24)  
Note: Maximum Quality of Life Score is 42; Standard Deviation is included in 





Table 10 presents the mean scores for the Quality of Life scale by ethnicity, 
disability type and educational track.  The maximum score for this scale was 42.   Again, 
the results indicate there were no significant differences between groups.  However, 
while the results were not statistically significant, it is interesting to note that the non-
white and certificate bound groups scored higher than the white and diploma bound 
groups, which contradicts the literature  (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2000; Gardecki, 
2001). 
Research Question 2 
Does self-determination predict productive post-secondary school engagement (either 
working or participating in post–secondary education) for students participating in a 
best practices transition intervention?  
Research question two was focused on productive student engagement defined as 
either working or enrolling in post-secondary education after high school.  Because some 
of the 87 participants for this study had not exited high school at the time of this study, 
there were only 58 students with valid data for analysis for this question.  This question 
explored the predictive relationship between self-determination and productive student 
engagement.  Further, descriptive statistics are presented for post school engagement by 
gender, ethnicity, disability type, educational track, and school district.  Then, mean 
comparisons are presented for the Quality of Life Scale, the Self-Determination Scale, 
and the subscales of Self-Determination by student engagement.   Worthy of note is the 
fact that three of the students who exited were both employed and enrolled in 


























Subscales     
Psych Emp .238(.382) 0.389 1.269 .533 
Self-Regulation .057(.567) 0.010 1.059 .919 
Self-Realization .172(.373) 0.211 1.187 .646 
 
Table 11 presents the results of the logistic regression analysis showing the 
relationship between self-determination score, scores on the self-determination subscales 
and the likelihood of being competitively employed at the time of exit for this sample.  
No statistically significant results were indicated but there does appear to be a positive 
relationship between the three subscales of self-determination and being competitively 
employed at the time of exit.  However, the results indicate that as the composite score 
increases the likelihood of being competitively employed at the time of exit from high 
school decreases. 
Table 12 

























Subscales     
Psych Emp -.745(.612) 1.480 0.475 .224 
Self-Regulation ,057(.567) 0.010 1.059 .919 
Self-Realization -.057(.567) 0.211 0.944 .919 
 
Table 12 presents the results of the logistic regression for students’ self-
determination by the likelihood of enrolling in postsecondary education at the time of exit 
from high school. The results indicate a positive relationship between Self-Determination 
Composite score and for the Self-Regulation subscale.  While this relationship is not 
statistically significant, it does still indicate that as the Self-Determination Composite 
score and the score on the Self-Regulation subscales increases, so does the likelihood of 
enrolling in postsecondary education. However, the relationships on the Psychological 
Empowerment and Self-Empowerment subscales were negative, indicating that as scores 
increase on those scales the likelihood of being enrolled in postsecondary education 
decreases.   
Table 13 presents the descriptive statistics for student engagement by gender, 
ethnicity and educational track.  
Table 13 








PSE at Exit 
Not employed or 




Gender     




     Male 10 (24%) 9 (21%) 23 (55%) 42 
Ethnicity     
     White 8 (22%) 5 (14%) 24 (64%) 37 
     Not White 7 (33%) 5 (24%) 9 (43%) 21 
Educational Track     
    Certificate Bound 5 (31%) 0 11 (69%) 16 
     Diploma Bound 10 (24%) 10 (24%) 22 (52%) 42 
 
 Table 13 shows student outcomes by gender, ethnicity and educational track.  
While no significant relationships existed between gender, ethnicity, educational track 
and student engagement based on chi square analyses, it is interesting to note that the 
females and white students had more positive outcomes than the non-white and male 
groups, which contradicts the existing literature indicating better outcomes for students 
who are white males (Fabian, 2007).  Table 14 








PSE at Exit 
Not employed or 




DD 6 (28%) 4 (19%) 11 (52%) 21 
PD & ED 3 (20%) 1 (6%) 11 (74%) 15 
Learning Disorders 2 (18%) 2 (18%) 7 (74%) 11 
Sensory Disabilities 2 (50%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 4 





 Table 14 shows student outcomes by disability type.  Consistent with literature 
was the more negative post school outcomes exhibited by the psychiatric/emotional 
disability group.  
Table 15 




Employed at Exit 
 
PSE at Exit 
Not employed or 
enrolled in PSE 
Total 
n= 
1 2 (22%) 1 (11%) 6 (66%) 9 
3 2 (29%) 0 5 (71%) 7 
4 7 (50%) 3 (21%) 4 (29%) 14 
5 2 (17%) 6 (50%) 4 (33%) 12 
6 0 0 1 (100%) 1 
7 1 (14%) 0 6 (86%) 7 
8 1 (17%) 0 5 (83%) 6 
9 0 0 2 (100%) 2 
  
Table 15 above represents both urban and rural school districts in Maryland.  A 
Chi-Square was run on Student Engagement by School District.  There was a significant 
relationship between school district and employment at exit, χ
2
(1, N =58) = 13.52, p < 
.001, and enrollment in postsecondary education at exit, χ
2
(1, N =58) = 24.89, p < .001. 
Table 16 


















Quality of Life 34.80 (4.49) 34.12 (4.94) 0.639 
Self-Determination    
     Composite 11.67 (3.04) 11.74 (3.65) 0.942 
Subscales    
     Psych Emp  4.47 (1.46) 4.37 (1.62) 0.842 
     Self-Regulation 3.27 (1.09) 3.47 (1.39) 0.618 
     Self-Realization 3.93 (1.62) 3.90 (1.56) 0.956 
Note: Standard Deviation is included in parenthesis next to the mean score. 
 This table indicated the mean scores for Quality of Life and Self-Determination 
were similar for students who were employed and those who were not employed at the 
time of exit from high school. An ANOVA indicated no significant relationships between 
the Self-Determination composite score, the three subscales, or Quality of Life and 
students being employed at the time of exit. 
Table 17 
Mean Scores for Quality of Life and Self-Determination by Enrollment in Postsecondary 
















Quality of Life  35.30 (3.34) 34.08 (5.06) 0.471 
Self-Determination    
     Composite* 14.00 (3.27) 11.25 (3.36) 0.022 
Subscales    




     Self-Regulation* 4.20 (1.14) 3.25 (1.30) 0.036 
    Self-Realization* 4.90 (1.10) 3.70 (1.57) 0.027 
Note: *p < 0.05; Standard Deviation is included in parenthesis next to the mean score.   
Table 17 indicates there were three significant differences for scores on the self-
determination scales and enrollment in post secondary education.  In each of the cases, 
the differences were in the anticipated direction – that is lower mean scores for those not 
enrolling in post secondary education.  These results are consistent with existing 
literature supporting the strength of self-determination to predict youth with disabilities 
enrollment in college.  
Research Question 3 
What is the relationship between self-determination and self-reported quality of life for 
students participating in a promising practices transition intervention? 
 Research question three explores the relationship between self-reported quality of 
life and self-determination.  A bivariate correlation was used to test the strength and 
direction of the relationship.  Table 18 presents the results of this correlation. 
Table 18 




Quality of Life 
Pearson r (SD) 
p-value 
Self-Determination   
     Composite*        0.212 (3.52) 0.049 




     Psychological Empowerment 0.104 (1.62) 0.337 
     Self-Regulation 0.003 (1.26) 0.977 
     Self-Realization*** 0.375 (1.55) < 0.001 
Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 
 The results of the Pearson r bivariate correlation indicated there was a significant 
relationship between Self-Determination composite score and Quality of Life and the 
Self-Realization subscale and Quality of Life score.  Both relationships were positive 
which indicates that as the Self-Determination composite score and the Self-Realization 
subscale score increased, so did the score on the self-reported Quality of Life scale.  
However, no significant relationship was found between the Psychological 
Empowerment and Self-Regulation subscales and Quality of Life.   
Research Question 4 
What is the relationship between self-determination and students’ self-reported life or 
career goal? 
Similar to question three, a bivariate correlation was used to determine if a 
relationship exists between self-determination and having a career or life goal for 
research question four.  However, because one of the variables was ordinal (having a 
career/life goal or not) the Pearson r correlation could not be used.  Therefore, 
Spearman’s Rank Order Correlation was used to determine relationships for research 
question four.  Table 19 presents the results of the test of correlation. 
Table 19 
Relationship Between Self-Determination and Having a Career or Life Goal (N=87) 




Item Spearman’s rho 
Self-Determination   
     Composite -.204 0.058 
Subscales   
     Psychological Empowerment* -.265 0.013 
     Self-Regulation .128 0.239 
     Self-Realization* -.247 0.021 
Note: *p < .05 
 The results for this correlation indicate there is not a significant relationship 
between envisioning a career or life goal and Self-Determination composite score.  
However, the correlation did indicate two significant negative relationships between 
envisioning a career or life goal and two of the Self-Determination subscales 
(Psychological Empowerment and Self-Realization).  This would indicate that as scores 
on the Psychological Empowerment and Self-Realization scales increased, the likelihood 




Chapter V: Discussion 
Introduction 
This chapter begins by linking the study findings to the research questions. 
Following that discussion, the limitations and implications of this study will be presented.  
Finally, recommendations for future research will be presented. 
Findings by Research Question 
Research Question 1.  Research question one explored the relationship between 
demographic variables (ethnicity, disability type and educational track) and self-
determination and quality of life scores.  While none of the results were significant, there 
were some differences worth discussing.  First, the mean scores showed that students 
who were White had higher scores on Self-Determination than their non-White 
counterparts.  This finding is consistent with the literature which indicates that White 
students with disabilities score higher in self-determination than students of other 
ethnicities (Gardecki, 2001).  Second, the mean scores for self-determination based on 
disability type produced no significant results either.  However, it is worth noting that 
students with sensory and psychological and emotional disorders had higher composite 
mean scores and on all three of the subscales.  Interestingly, the literature usually 
indicates better outcomes for individuals with sensory and learning disabilities (Newman 
et al., 2009).  Those with psychiatric disabilities generally have lower scores and less 
positive outcomes (Newman, et al.).  Finally, students who were certificate bound 
reported higher scores on both quality of life and self-determination.  While there were 
no statistically significant results, the mean scores were higher for the certificate bound 




are on a diploma bound educational track report higher levels on both quality of life and 
self-determination (Wehmeyer, 2004). 
 The comparison of demographic variables to Quality of Life scores produced 
some interesting results.  First, students who were in the Not White category scored 
higher on Quality of Life than their White peers.  While the difference was not 
statistically significant, it is still interesting to note as this is contradictory to other 
research findings that indicate students who are white are more likely to report higher 
quality of life scores (Gardecki, 2001). Similarly, Quality of Life scores were higher for 
students with developmental disabilities and sensory disabilities, again contradicting 
research findings which generally indicate higher scores on quality of life scales for 
students with learning disabilities (Odaci, Kalkan, & Karasu, 2009).  Lastly, the students 
on the certificate bound track reported higher scores on Quality of Life as well, which 
again, contradicts the literature that indicates students on a diploma bound track tend to 
report higher levels of Quality of Life (Salmon & Kinnealey, 2007).  However, the 
statistics on postsecondary outcomes from research question two, indicates students who 
are diploma bound have more successful outcomes than students who are certificate 
bound.  This finding is consistent with the literature which indicates students who are 
diploma bound are more likely to have successful outcomes than students who are on a 
certificate bound educational track (Wehmeyer, 2004). 
 These results are surprising as most seem to contradict the findings from other 
studies.  The small sample size for this study could be affecting this result, particularly 
considering there were very few participants in several of the categories that produced 




determination and quality of life for students with sensory disabilities.  However, there 
were only four participants in that category and it is possible the experiences of these four 




Research Question 2.  Research question two explored the predictive relationship 
between self-determination and productive student engagement.  As mentioned 
previously, productive student engagement is defined as either having a job or being 
enrolled in postsecondary employment at the time of exit from high school.  The results 
of the logistic regression indicated a positive relationship between the Self-Determination 
subscales and the likelihood of being employed at the time of exit from high school.  The 
results indicated that as scores on those scales increased the likelihood of being 
productively engaged post high school increased as well.  Additionally, there were 
findings indicating a negative relationship, meaning that as scores on those scales 
decreased, the likelihood of being productively engaged post high school increased.  The 
first finding is consistent with the literature indicating that students with higher levels of 
self-determination are more likely to be productively engaged post high school.  
However, the second finding is contradictory to the literature.  It is counter intuitive to 
think that students with lower levels of self-determination are more likely to be 
productively engaged in post high school. There are several things that can affect the 
results of the logistic regression.  First, because the sample size was small, it is possible 
that the results may not be indicating the whole and true experiences of the students 
participating in this study.  In addition, the subscales of the self-determination scale have 
only up to seven questions.  Missing data from any of these scales can adversely affect 
the results on the logistic regression.   
This question was further explored using descriptive statistics and a Chi-Square 




For this sample, females had better outcomes for employment than males but 
males had better outcomes for enrollment in postsecondary education.  The first of these 
findings contradicts literature which indicates that being male is a predictive factor for 
better student employment outcomes (Test & Cease-Cook, 2012).  However, the sample 
was largely skewed with only 10 females and 48 males.  Therefore, the results may also 
be skewed by the successes of a few females increasing the percentage of success by a 
greater interval than the successes of the males.    
The second test explored student engagement based on disability type.  The 
results of this test produced no significant results but students with sensory disabilities 
had more positive outcomes in both employment and enrollment in postsecondary 
education than students with other disabilities.  This finding is consistent with the 
literature which indicates individuals with sensory disabilities are more likely to have 
successful outcomes (Capella-McDonall & Crudden, 2009).  This finding should be 
viewed with caution, however, because there were only four people in the sensory 
disability category which could lead to skewed results. 
The next comparison was based on student engagement by school district.  The 
school districts represent both predominantly urban and predominantly rural areas.   Two 
school districts reported no successes, however, these two districts joined the MSTC 
program later and each have only two students who had exited at the time of the study.  A 
Chi-Square analysis was used to analyze these differences between school districts and 
student engagement for students enrolling in postsecondary education and employment.  




between school district and student engagement.  Again, however, because of the small 
sample size this finding should be viewed with caution as it is possible that it is skewed. 
Additionally, a comparison was conducted between Self-Determination score and 
Quality of Life score and student engagement.  There were no significant differences in 
means for either self-determination scores or Quality of Life scores for students who 
exited in employment.  While this is contradictory to the literature that suggests students 
who are employed have higher levels of self-determination and quality of life (Powers et 
al., 2005; Sacks & Kern, 2008; Wehmeyer, 2011), the finding is not surprising 
considering the small sample size.  Additionally, because the sample was not necessarily 
a random sample but a targeted sample of students, the results are likely skewed.  
There was a significant difference found between enrollment in postsecondary 
education and Self-Determination composite score and on the Self-Regulation and Self-
Realization scores.  This indicates that students with disabilities who exit into 
postsecondary education tend to have higher levels of self-determination.   As is indicated 
by Gil (2007), this outcome is expected as students must have high levels of self-
determination to succeed in postsecondary education because students must know how to 
seek necessary services and accommodations themselves and learn how to self-advocate.  
Surprisingly, there were few significant findings for research question two. After 
reviewing the literature on self-determination and student outcomes, one would expect 
those with positive outcomes (that is, securing a job or enrolling in post secondary 
education after high school)  to score significantly higher on the Self-Determination scale 
than was represented by this sample (Wehmeyer, 2011, Wehmeyer et al., 2012).  This 




and also suggests the sample is biased and not representative of the population. Also, as 
mentioned earlier, the sample was not a random sample but a targeted sample.  Students 
were enrolled based on student and family self-nomination.  Because students were self-
nominating in many cases, they may already have similar self-determination 
characteristics as they had made the decision to participate in the transition intervention. 
Additionally, students would need to have some level of self-realization to recognize they 
need help with transitioning. 
Another possible reason for the poor results in terms of the employment outcome was the 
severe U.S. recession starting in 2008. This intervention was initially started in the 2007-
2008 school year which is about the same time the Maryland state economy rapidly 
declined.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012) reports on the national and state 
unemployment rates by month and year.  In October 2007, the national unemployment 
rate was 4.4% and for Maryland it was 3.9%.  This skyrocketed to 10% nationally, and 
7.8% for Maryland by October of 2009.  This would clearly impact the number of 
students who exit into employment and may help explain the lack of significant findings 
for the outcome variable based on self determination scores.  In addition, more of these 
students may have exited into employment if there were more job opportunities available.   
 Research Question 3.  The third research question explored the relationship between 
self-determination and quality of lie.  The literature indicates that students with higher 
levels of self-determination also report higher levels of quality of life and vice versa 
(McIntyre, et al, 2004; Nota et al., 2007; Sacks & Kern, 2008).  Similarly, for this sample 
there was a positive relationship between Quality of Life score and Self-Determination 




indicated that as quality of life increases so does self-determination score and vice versa.  
While the sample is not large enough to determine if a predictive relationship exists, the 
positive relationship indicated between the two variables supports the existing literature 
(Kraemer et al., 2003).  
Research Question 4.  Research question four explored the relationship between students 
envisioning a career or life goal and self-determination score.  The existing literature on 
this subject, which is sparse, indicates that students with higher self-determination scores 
are better able to envision a career or life goal (Savickas, 1990).  For this study sample, 
no significant relationships were found between envisioning a career or life goal and the 
composite Self-Determination score or the Self-Regulation subscale.  However, a 
statistically significant relationship did exist between envisioning a career or life goal and 
the Psychological Empowerment and Self-Realization subscales.  Interestingly, this 
relationship was negative, indicating that as the scores on the two subscales decreases, 
students were more likely to have a career or life goal.  This contradicts the literature 
which suggests self-determination is a supporting factor for envisioning a career or life 
goal (Morningstar & Kleinhammer, 1999; Savickas, 1990). 
 The results to this question were surprising considering the existing literature, 
while sparse, supports the theory that self-determination is a supporting factor for 
envisioning a career or life goal.  There are several possible reasons for this result.  First, 
this could again be attributed to the sample size being so small and unrepresentative of 
the population.  Second, the self-determination scale was forced choice (yes/no) self-
report and the life/career goal question was open ended self-report.  This could have 




the career/life goal question with what they think the interviewer wants to hear.  Third, 
again the economy could impact this finding.  It is possible that because there are fewer 
career opportunities available, students may have a more difficult time envisioning their 
future.  As previously discussed, research has indicated that students with disabilities 
often make career decisions based on the opportunities they perceive to be available 
(Hasnain & Balcazar, 2009; Korbel et al., 2011).  Fourth, students who enrolled in the 
first phase of this study may not have received the full “dose” of the intervention or may 
have received the intervention prior to the service delivery being refined and perfected.  
Finally, the results could just be totally invalid because of the small sample size and 





Limitations and Implications 
Limitations.  Before discussing the implications of this study, it is necessary to address 
the limitations.  The first limitation of this study was the small sample size.  The sample 
size was greatly limited by difficulties with scheduling student interviews, student’s 
dropping out, or moving out of the school district after enrollment.  Unfortunately, the 
small sample size severely caused this study to be underpowered (power=24%).  
Additionally, it is possible that Type II errormay be present because of the size of the 
sample.  Type II errors occur when the null hypothesis (no difference in means or no 
relationships) is accepted when in fact there is a difference in the means or a relationship 
does exist.  Therefore, results of this study cannot be generalized to the larger population 
of students with disabilities. 
 The next limitation of the study is related to the sampling procedure.  Students 
were not randomly selected for participation in this study.  Participants either self-
nominated or their families nominated the student for the study.  Consequently, 
participants may already have had a similar level of self-determination or higher levels of 
family involvement than other students.  Self-nominating to participate in an intervention 
requires students already be somewhat aware of their need for transition services.  
Similarly, as family involvement has been identified in the literature as a facilitative 
factor for successful transition, having families who are actively involved in the transition 
process at the start could impact the student’s scores and outcomes in two ways.  Either 
these students will have more positive outcomes because they have positive family 
support that was facilitating their development of self-determination and independence or 




those factors by making decisions for their children and not allowing them to learn to 
make life decisions themselves. 
 Another limitation of this study has to do with the types of interviews obtained 
from students.  The MSTC Student Interview is based on the student’s self-reported 
perceptions.  This could affect the answers to the scales in a few ways.  First, students 
may be answering the questions the way they feel the interviewer wants them to answer.  
Second, it is likely that students did not necessarily understand some of the questions 
which is present in skipped questions or answers of “I don’t know”.  Third, as research 
has indicated (Svraka, Loga, & Brown, 2011; Trainor, 2007), students often rank their 
levels of self-determination based on what they feel like they want, rather than the reality 
of what they are actually doing.  For example, a student may indicate they make clear 
goals for themselves but those goals may be unrealistic or the student may make goals 
without understanding the steps necessary to achieve those goals.   Fourth, the self-
determination scale on the MSTC Student interview was developed by the MSTC 
research team by team consensus.  While the team determined the scale had face validity, 
construct validity and content validity were not determined prior to administration.  For 
the current study, a content analysis of the questions was conducted which resulted in the 
recoding of questions into Wehmeyer’s construct of self-determination.  While this type 
of content analysis lends to construct validity, the questions only fit into three of four of 
Wehmeyer’s latent constructs of self-determination.  This brings the content validity of 
the scale into question as it does not represent all four areas of Wehmeyer’s construct of 
self-determination.   Further, with the particular scale used for this study for self-




developing skill that may exist on some level but is forced into one of two categories.  
This could skew actual levels of self-determination.   
 The Quality of Life scale had previously been tested for validity by the TransCen 
research team for a previous study.  However, the scale is still self-report which could 
lead to many of the same issues discussed above.  There may have been some bias 
present by the students answering the way they believe the interviewer expects.  
Additionally, the students may not have fully understood the questions or how to answer 
them.  It is also possible there was some bias by the interviewer.  In some cases, when 
asking the Quality of Life questions, students may not have answered 1, 2, or 3 but may 
have given a more descriptive answer that required the interviewer to prompt again for a 
numeric categorization or interpret the descriptive answer themselves. Moreover, the 
Quality of Life scale only allows for one of three choices, which were “1=bad”, “2=ok”, 
and “3=good”.  The answer choices are vague and left to the interpretation of the student 
which could lead to inconsistency in answers.  
Implications.   While this study was admittedly underpowered, the results still provide 
some implications for the stakeholders in transition, such as schools, service providers, 
youth with disabilities and their families.   First, only 25% of the students who had exited 
high school were productively engaged.  The results from the NLTS-2 indicate that for 
students with disabilities, who may or may not have had access to a transition 
intervention similar to MSTC, about 50% should be productively engaged at exit from 
high school (http://www.nlts2.org/reports/2009_04/index.html, 2009).  Therefore, 
participation in a promising practices transition intervention, such as MSTC, should at 




assessments to measure implementation; however, this information had not been fully 
collected and analyzed at the time of this study.   This information would be useful to 
determine the differences between sites in service delivery and the fidelity of the 
intervention at specific sites.  However, it is beyond the scope of this study to analyze 
these differences.    Assuming that differences in service delivery were accounted for, one 
implication of this finding is to determine what other factors are affecting productive 
student engagement.  Some factors that should be considered are the impacts of 
socioeconomic status, level of family involvement, the effectiveness of the specific 
interventions, and the state of the economy. As previously discussed, the unemployment 
rate in the nation and the state of Maryland are high and could possibly be affecting the 
ability of students with disabilities to find a job after high school.. The unfortunate reality 
is that there are thousands of people in Maryland who are unable to find jobs despite our 
being in an area rich with federal government jobs.  In addition, the one district (district 
2) that had zero successes, was an urban district and has an unemployment rate of 11% as 
of June 2012, nearly 4% higher than the average for the state of Maryland.  Clearly, the 
lack of opportunity to procure a job could be affecting the outcomes for that 
district.(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). The other school districts were either rural or 
mixed, meaning they had some areas considered urban and other areas that were rural in 
the district.  Districts two, seven, and eight all have unemployment rates, as of June 2012, 
higher than the average for the state of Maryalnd, with District two being the most 
extreme.  All other districts were at or below the state average for unemployment (Bureau 




In addition to issues with the economy affecting the postsecondary results for 
students in this study, service delivery could have had an impact. The school districts 
were given some flexibility in the emphasis put on specific interventions based on the 
needs of the students.  They only had to be sure to include interventions based on all five 
of the Guideposts for Success for Transition, but they were able to determine which 
interventions to emphasize and how to deliver the interventions. Therefore, it is possible 
there were differences in the ways services were delivered that may be impacting student 
engagement.  It would be worth investigating the differences in service delivery beyond 
the fidelity review to determine what else is impacting successful student engagement. 
 In addition to the poor student engagement results, this study found very few 
significant results in self-determination based on ethnicity, disability type, and 
educational track.  This could have been due to the small sample size but some of the 
mean scores were surprising.  For example, the certificate bound group had higher mean 
scores on quality of life than the diploma bound students and, percentagewise, the 
certificate bound group had better employment outcomes at exit.  This finding contradicts 
the literature which indicates diploma bound students generally have better employment 
outcomes (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2000; Gardecki, 2001, Sacks & Kern, 2008).  
The certificate bound group also reported higher mean scores on the Self-Determination 
Scale than the diploma bound group.  Again, these results were not statistically 
significant but it still contradicts the existent literature.  The implication of this finding is 
that there may be other factors affecting the development of self-determination that 




intervention and the state of the economy.  It may be that the effects of this intervention 
just take longer to emerge.  
 In addition to the small sample size and educational track findings in the previous 
paragraph, there are other factors that may have impacted the lack of significant results 
for this study.  First, all the students in this sample exhibit a high level of family 
involvement.  Students were either self-nominated or nominated by family members, 
which means it is likely that only students whose parents are actively involved in their 
education and transition planning would be involved in this study.  Additionally, students 
and parents had to consent to the student participating in this study, which indicates not 
only a higher level of parental involvement but a higher level of student awareness of 
their disability and needs.  Students who chose to participate most likely have higher 
levels of acceptance of their disability and higher awareness of their needs because they 
chose to participate in a study focusing on their disabilities. Student awareness and 
acceptance of disability and higher levels of student involvement are identified in the 
literature as factors leading to higher levels of self-determination (Wehmeyer, 2003).   
And, finally, students and parents began the study with the informed consent which 
primed the students and parents about the study and the goals for the study.  Therefore, 
the implication is that these students already had similar facilitative factors to self-
determination, which could have lead to similar self-determination and quality of life 
scores despite the other factors (ethnicity, disability type, and educational track. 
 Another implication of this finding is linked with disability type.  After further 
review of the school districts that had the lowest success rates, a theme emerged.  The 




enrolled.  For all three of these sites, all participants had either a developmental disability 
or a learning disability.  District two had six participants with developmental disabilities, 
five with a learning disability and one student listed as “other”.  District six had only two 
participants enrolled but both had developmental disabilities.  District nine had four 
students with development disabilities and three students with learning disabilities.  This 
seems to suggest that there may be a link between positive outcomes and disability type.  
This suggests that perhaps the interventions selected as part of MSTC were not as 
effective for students with learning disabilities and developmental disabilities as it is for 
students with other disabilities.  This implies that interventions for students in those two 
groups should be more refined to fit the needs of students with developmental disabilities 
or learning disabilities.  
 The findings related to students having a career/life goal and self-determination 
are also worth discussing.  The findings suggest a negative correlation between two of the 
subscales of self-determination and having a career or life goal.  This suggests that as 
self-determination goes down the likelihood of students having career or life goal goes 
up.  While the research is sparse in this area, the studies that have been conducted 
indicate a positive relationship between self-determination and student’s having a career 
or life goal.  This finding could, again, be due to a small sample size and a non-random 
sample.  It could also be related to the way this was measured for this study.  It was 
measured by two open ended questions and in many cases, these were not answered.  
This could be due to either student’s not having a goal, not knowing what the questions 
meant, or the interviewer may have even skipped the question or just summarized the 




“clear goal” which would have skewed the results.  Therefore, it is possible that 
mislabeling may have lead to invalid results. 
 Finally, practitioners should use scales like the self-reported scales used for this 
study with caution.  The chance of type II error and biases are increased with these types 
of scales.  Because students often want to please the interviewer, they may not answer 
truthfully.  Additionally, because in some cases, answers are left to interviewer 
interpretation, the results could be biased.  Students often overestimate their level of self-
determination which could lead to a type II error, specifically not seeing a pattern when 
one does exist because students who may have lower self-determination may 
overestimate when answering questions.  Further, with the particular scale used for this 
study for self-determination, it is a forced choice of “yes” or “no”.   This leaves no room 
for a developing skill that may exist on some level but is forced into one of two 
categories.  This could skew actual levels of self-determination.  Similarly, the quality of 
life scale only allows for one of three choices, which were “1=bad”, “2=ok”, and 
“3=good”.  The answer choices are vague and left to the interpretation of the student 
which could lead to inconsistency in answers.   
Future Research 
 The current study demonstrated a number of contradictory results to existing 
literature for this sample of MSTC participants.  Consequently, the first recommendation 
for future research is to collect data from more participants and replicate the current 
study. Ideally, this study would be a mixed methods study with a matched pairs design.  
Students would be matched based on demographic and disability characteristics, there 




Additionally, the data collection procedures would be modified to include more 
qualitative and quantitative data collection, including observations, fidelity assessments, 
and a revision of the self-determination scale to include questions that fit into all four of 
Wehmeyer’s self-determination construct.  It would also include a more objective 
measure of self-determination based on actual observation.  In addition, in the ideal 
study, the intervention procedures and training would be standardized,   This would 
provide insight into the actual characteristics of MSTC participants, the role of self-
determination in successful student engagement for MSTC participants, and provide 
insight on the effects of the limited sample size used for this study.  This would also 
allow for some controlling and reporting other things that affect self-determination and 
student engagement such as economy, SES, service delivery issues, level of family 
involvement, and self-determination and quality of life prior to exposure to interventions.  
In addition, the extra qualitative component would allow researchers to investigate deeper 
into the actual experiences of the students, the school climate, teacher and service 
provider attitudes and perceptions, and systemic and policy related issues.  All of these 
factors can affect not only level of self-determination but postsecondary engagement as 
well.  This study could inform the field of better ways of delivering transition services to 
increase the chances of student success after high school. 
  
 Another useful study would be to investigate the impact of other static factors not 
available for this study.  Factors such as socioeconomic status of the students families 
and urban versus rural school district outcomes could provide beneficial information for 




delivered would provide insight on which interventions work best for different settings.  
It is likely that students living in a rural area and those living in an urban area have 
different needs and may need different types of interventions, such as transportation to 
and from work.  This type of study could inform the field on better ways to deliver 
transition services for students in different settings. 
 Finally, there is little research on what factors facilitate the ability of a student to 
envision a career or life goal for themselves.  A study that investigates what factors affect 
this ability, including but also beyond self-determination, would be beneficial to the field.  
This would give counselors, teachers, families, and community service providers 
information necessary to develop interventions to enhance this ability in students with 
disabilities. 
 Research on self-determination, quality of life, and student outcomes remains 
important.  As self-determination has emerged as one of the most significant factors of 
postsecondary success for students with disabilities, this area must continue to be 
explored in more detail.  Of particular importance is investigating in more detail the 
factors that facilitate the development of self-determination and incorporating those in 
transition interventions. 
Conclusion 
 This dissertation examined the role of self-determination on quality of life, 
productive student engagement and ability to envision a career or life goal.   The purpose 
of this study was to corroborate findings that higher levels of self-determination lead to 
productive student engagement for students participating in a “best practice” multi-site 




between self-determination and quality of life based on disability type and ethnicity.  And 
finally, the relationship between self-determination and student ability to envision a 
career or life goal was explored in hopes of extending the research in this emerging area. 
The participants for this study were 87 students with disabilities in nine school 
districts in Maryland  who participated in a promising practices transition intervention 
which collected data on student engagement, disability type, ethnicity, educational track, 
self-reported self-determination, self-reported quality of life, and student’s career/life 
goal.  These students were self-nominated or nominated by family members for 
participation in this transition.  Because of the way the school districts were staggered in 
beginning the intervention, some students in this study had longer exposure to the 
interventions than others. 
Overall, this study produced few statistically significant results, however, some of 
the results were still note worthy.  Specifically, the findings that contradict the current 
literature on self-determination, quality of life, and student engagement are worth further 
investigation to determine if the results are due to a small sample size, a non-random 
sampling procedure, or if they hold true for a larger group of students with disabilities.  
Additionally, the findings on self-determination and students having a career or life goal 
produced results that indicated students with lower levels of self-determination were 
more likely to have a career or life goal.  This area certainly needs further research to 
determine the reason for these contradictory results. 
   In summary, individuals involved in the transition process for students with 




outcomes for students with disabilities including self-determination.  Finally, limitations, 


















































































































SD Composite Pearson Correlation 1 .850** .677** .826** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 
N 87 87 87 87 
Psych Empowerment Pearson Correlation .850** 1 .379** .574** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 
N 87 87 87 87 
Self-Regulation Pearson Correlation .677** .379** 1 .334** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .002 
N 87 87 87 87 
Self-Realization Pearson Correlation .826** .574** .334** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .002  
N 87 87 87 87 
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